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(57) ABSTRACT 
Methods and apparatus are disclosed for depleting liquid in 
a porous solid phase. The liquid is disposed adjacent a 
porous solid phase and a controlled How of a pressurized gas 
is applied to the disposed liquid suf?cient to move the liquid 
through and substantially deplete the liquid from the porous 
solid phase Wherein the controlled ?oW controls the rate of 
gas ?oW or the Volume of gas ?oW. In some embodiments 
the porous solid phase is a porous membrane or a particle 
bed or monolithic support. 
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LIQUID DEPLETION IN SOLID PHASE 
SEPARATION PROCESSES 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

[0001] Aspects of the invention relate to the depletion of 
liquid in separation processes such as, for example, sample 
?ltration and sample extraction processes. These processes 
generally involve a porous solid phase such as, for example, 
a membrane, a particle bed, and so forth. 

[0002] Micro?ltration and ultra?ltration are Widely used 
in industry as separation techniques to remove impurities 
and undesired components such as suspended solids from a 
liquid solution medium. Micro?ltration and ultra?ltration 
involve loading a liquid medium onto a porous solid phase 
and allowing liquid ?ltrate to pass through porous solid 
phase. During the ?ltration stage, the liquid medium 
becomes separated, i.e., some portion of the liquid medium 
passes through the porous solid phase While other moieties 
are trapped inside the porous solid phase. In some cases, the 
trapped moieties are undesired components or Waste. In 
other cases, the trapped moieties are components of interest, 
Which may be subjected to further ?ltration process. 

[0003] Solid phase separation/extraction processes are 
often a combination of multi-step ?ltrations, such as bind 
ing, Washing and eluting. Such processes generally involve 
multiple steps of liquid dispensing and liquid depletion for 
loading liquid sample onto the solid phase, for Washing the 
solid phase and for eluting the solid phase. Depletion of 
liquid in these processes is important because it affects 
elution and Wash if the liquid depletion is not complete at 
each step. For example, the yield of extract Will be loW if 
residue of liquid on the solid phase is signi?cant. 

[0004] Means used to deplete liquid in solid phase sepa 
ration processes include centrifugation and generating pres 
sure differences using either vacuum or positive pressure. 
Although centrifugation is an effective and simple technique 
to deplete liquid, the technique suffers from a number of 
de?ciencies. For example, centrifugation is less automated. 
Furthermore, centrifugation requires balancing liquid 
amounts at each step. Additionally, the loading of sample 
?ltration devices such as, for example, columns or multi 
Well plates, into a centrifuge is not a trivial step. In addition, 
in centrifugal ?ltration procedures, the optimal centrifuga 
tion parameters are not easy to ?nd and to tune up, often 
resulting in clogging and incomplete ?ltration. Another 
problem With centrifugal ultra?ltration is that the concen 
tration device cannot be sealed from the outside environ 
ment as an air passage is necessary at the head of the device 
to stop generating retentive vacuum as ?ltration progresses. 
This can also cause unWanted effects. 

[0005] The use of pressure difference means in liquid 
depletion can Work With a gas medium, e.g., air. It can be 
automated relatively easily. HoWever, liquid residue from 
each step of depletion can be signi?cant and in some 
instances may be 50% or more of liquid loaded on the solid 
phase because of liquid/ solid surface interactions, pore 
structure of the solid phase, and driving force on the liquid 
medium. Additionally, the duration of gas pressure applica 
tion and the amount of gas pressure itself are tWo important 
process conditions since they can cause clogs and excessive 
drying. Clogging of the solid phase can decrease ?ltration 
ef?ciency by blocking access to the pores of the solid phase, 
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making it more di?icult for liquid to pass through the pores 
and decreasing the rate of liquid ?oW, or ?ux, through the 
solid phase. To regain the original ?ux rate, the driving 
pressure on the liquid medium must be increased. This is 
undesirable because the solid phase can be damaged by 
application of excessive pressure during processing. Increas 
ing driving pressure and resulting gas How and duration of 
pressurization can cause excessive drying, affecting either 
clogging or reaction or solution concentration. 

[0006] Pressure techniques for liquid depletion are Widely 
used in the applications of solid phase separation such as 
?ltration or extraction With multi-Well plates such as, for 
example, microtiter plates. In such an application, unifor 
mity or synchronization of liquid depletion in all Wells 
becomes a practical issue, Which can result in incomplete 
liquid depletion in some of the Wells. If liquid depletion in 
some of the Wells completes early, for example, the pressure 
difference is reduced and other Wells are not pressurized 
adequately, then liquid depletion in those Wells stops. 

[0007] There is a need, therefore, for effectively carrying 
out liquid depletion in solid phase separation techniques that 
avoids some or all of the disadvantages of the currently 
employed approaches involving pressure difference. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

[0008] Some embodiments of the present invention are 
directed to methods for depleting liquid in a porous solid 
phase. The liquid is disposed adjacent a porous solid phase 
and a controlled How of a pressurized gas is applied to the 
disposed liquid su?icient to move the liquid through and 
substantially deplete the liquid from the porous solid phase 
Wherein the controlled ?oW controls the rate of gas ?oW or 
the volume of gas ?oW. In some embodiments the porous 
solid phase is a porous membrane or a particle bed. In some 
embodiments the gas is clean air or an inert gas. 

[0009] In some embodiments the controlled How of gas is 
achieved by restricting the How of the gas to regulate the rate 
of gas ?oW based on the rate of liquid depletion. In some 
embodiments the rate of gas How is substantially equivalent 
to the quotient of the amount of liquid divided by the time 
of depletion. 

[0010] In some embodiments the porous solid phase is in 
a container such as, for example, a column or a Well, Which 
may comprise one or more openings. In some embodiments 
the porous solid phase is present in Wells of a device 
comprising more than one Well and the rate of gas How is 
substantially equivalent to the quotient of the amount of 
liquid divided by the time of depletion Wherein the quotient 
is multiplied by the number of Wells of the device. In some 
embodiments the pressure of the gas is less than about 100 
psi. 

[0011] In some embodiments the controlled How of the gas 
is based on introducing a predetermined volume of the gas 
into a sealed container comprising the porous solid phase. In 
some embodiments the container is a column or a Well. In 
some embodiments the predetermined volume of gas is 
larger than the volume of the porous solid phase in the sealed 
container. In some embodiments the predetermined volume 
of gas is larger than the volume of the porous solid phase by 
about 5% to about 200%. In some embodiments the rate of 
introduction of the gas is controlled to achieve a gas pressure 
of about 1 to about 15 psi. 
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[0012] In some embodiments the porous solid phase is a 
porous membrane and the pressure of the gas is greater than 
the bubble pressure point of the porous membrane. In some 
embodiments the gas pressure is adjusted to compensate for 
clogging of pores of the porous solid phase. 

[0013] Some embodiments of the present invention are 
directed to apparatus for conducting a solid phase separation 
of a liquid sample. The apparatus comprises a solid phase 
disposed in a container and a How controller for controlling 
the rate of How of gas into the container or the volume of gas 
into the container. In some embodiments of the apparatus, 
the container is a sealed container and the How controller 
comprises means for introducing a predetermined volume of 
gas into the sealed container. In some embodiments of the 
apparatus, the solid phase is a membrane or a particle bed. 
In some embodiments the apparatus comprises a plurality of 
sealed containers each comprising at least one outlet. In 
some embodiments the apparatus comprises a plate, such as 
a multi-Well plate. In some embodiments the apparatus 
comprises a plurality of containers Wherein the How con 
troller comprises a manifold for directing the How of gas to 
the plurality of containers. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

[0014] The folloWing ?gures are included to better illus 
trate the embodiments of the apparatus and techniques of the 
present invention. The ?gures are not to scale and some 
features may be exaggerated for the purpose of illustrating 
certain aspects or embodiments of the present invention. 

[0015] FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of an embodiment 
of an apparatus in accordance With one embodiment of the 
present invention. 

[0016] FIG. 2 is a schematic diagram of an embodiment 
of an apparatus in accordance With one embodiment of the 
present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF SPECIFIC 
EMBODIMENTS 

Methods 

[0017] As mentioned above, some embodiments of the 
present invention are directed to methods for depleting 
liquid in a porous solid phase. The liquid is disposed 
adjacent a porous solid phase and a controlled How of a 
pressurized gas is applied to the disposed liquid suf?cient to 
move the liquid through and substantially deplete the liquid 
from the porous solid phase. 

[0018] The porous solid phase may be comprised of any 
material that has pores that are either naturally occurring or 
introduced into the solid phase. A pore is a pathWay, Which 
functions as the means by Which some moieties pass through 
a solid phase to the exclusion of other moieties. The moiety 
passing through the pore may be a solute, a particle, a 
molecule, a portion of liquid (liquid mixture), or any other 
moiety of such dimension that it is capable of ?tting through 
the pore. A pore may be an opening of a de?ned siZe and 
shape. The shape of the pore may be, for example, cylin 
drical, tubular, and the like. The cross-sectional shape of a 
cylindrical pore may be circular, square, oval, rectangular, 
elliptical, triangular, pentagonal, hexagonal, and the like. 
Alternatively, a pore may be a torturous path consisting of 
a series of openings of unde?ned shape, Which alloW moi 
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eties of only a certain overall siZe to pass. In some instances 
such as, for example, reverse osmosis membranes, the pores 
may only be as small as the interstitial voids betWeen the 
polymer nodules in a polymer membrane. The cross-sec 
tional dimension of the pores may be from about molecular 
sieving (greater than about 1 angstrom) siZe to sub-milli 
meter (less than about 1 millimeter) siZe including micron, 
submicron, amicron and so forth. The cross-sectional dimen 
sion of the pores may be about 4 angstroms to about 0.1 
millimeter, about 10 angstroms to about 0.01 millimeter, or 
about 100 angstroms to about 1 micron. The cross-sectional 
dimension is measured from farthest opposing points on a 
cross-section of the Walls of the pores. For example, for a 
pore that has a circular cross-section, the dimension is the 
diameter of the circle. In another example, the pore has a 
square cross-section and the dimension is measured from 
opposing corners of the square. The cross-sectional dimen 
sions of a pore may be constant or may vary over the 
cross-section of the pore from one point to another. 

[0019] The porous solid phase may comprise discrete 
solids (particles, ?bers, and the like, or combinations 
thereof) or it may be a monolithic solid form. The discrete 
solid may be surface porous, i.e., comprising a smaller 
dimension surface distortion from its main con?guration or 
contour or surface roughness. In a discrete solid format, 
pores are formed in betWeen surfaces of discrete solids. A 
monolithic solid form is one piece of solid With many 
internal micro channels that are interconnected for the most 
part. 

[0020] The materials from Which the porous solid phase 
may be fabricated are dependent on the particular environ 
ment of use of the porous solid phase, the nature of the liquid 
and other materials that Will be in contact With the porous 
solid phase, and so forth. The materials may be organic or 
inorganic, synthetic or natural, or a combination thereof. 
Materials include polymers, plastics including, e.g., polyes 
ters, polyamides, etc., resins, polysaccharides such as, e.g., 
cellulose, cellulose esters such as nitrocellulose and the like, 
silica or silicon-based materials, ceramics, carbon, metals 
including metal alloys, metal oxides, inorganic glasses, and 
so forth. Particular plastics ?nding use include, for example, 
polyethylene, polypropylene, such as high density polypro 
pylene, polytetra?uoroethylene (PTFE), e.g., TEFLON®, 
polymethylmethacrylate, polycarbonate, polyethylene 
terephthalate, polystyrene or styrene copolymers, polyure 
thanes, polyesters, polycarbonates, polyureas, polyamides, 
polyethyleneamines, polyarylene sul?des, polysiloxanes, 
polydimethylsiloxanes, polyimides, polyacetates, poly 
etheretherketone (PEEK), and the like. Metals include, for 
example, stainless steel, hastalloy, platinum, gold, silver, 
titanium, and so forth. 

[0021] The porous solid phase may be present in one or 
more containers, the nature of Which is related to the nature 
of the porous solid phase, to form a ?ltration opening, to 
hold ?ltration liquid and so forth. The container is usually 
non-porous, alloWing ?ltration liquid passing only through 
the porous solid phase. Suitable containers include, by Way 
of illustration and not limitation, columns such as spin 
columns, pipette tips, a Well or Wells in single- or multi-Well 
plates, tubing, ?oW channel(s) inside an assembly such as a 
micro?uidic device, a sample interface to an instrument such 
as gas/liquid chromatography/mass spectrometer, and so 
forth. There may be one or more containers involved in a 
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particular separation depending on the nature of the liquid 
and the moieties therein, the nature of the porous solid 
phase, and the like. Multiple containers may be involved in 
a single container system. A container or a container system 
involving multiple containers may be sealed to the ambient 
environment and gas is introduced into the sealed container 
or sealed container system by means of a port in ?uid 
communication With a source of gas. A suitable manifold 
may be employed in a sealed container system to distribute 
gas to multiple porous solid phases With individually sepa 
rate gas ?oW. In some embodiments, a single manifold is 
employed. 
[0022] In some embodiments the porous solid phase is a 
porous or permeable membrane. The porous membrane may 
be composed of any polymeric or inorganic membrane 
material. Exemplary membrane materials include, by Way of 
illustration and not limitation, polyethylene, polypropylene, 
Te?on®, also knoWn as polytetra?uoroethlyene, nylon, 
polyvinylidene ?uoride (PVDF), polyethylene sulfone 
(PES), polysulfone (PS), (e.g., such as BTS membranes 
available from Pall Life Sciences), polyvinylpyrrolidine 
(PVP), PS and PVP (e.g., such as MMM membranes, 
available from Pall Life Sciences), cellulose, glass ?ber, 
silicon carbide (Whiskers or ?bers), ceramic ?ber, compos 
ites thereof, and the like. The thickness of the porous 
membrane depends on a number of factors such as, for 
example, the nature of the process in Which the membrane 
is employed, e.g., ultra?ltration, micro?ltration, nano?ltra 
tion, etc., and so forth. In certain embodiments, the porous 
membrane comprises an asymmetric distribution of pores, 
e.g., the membrane comprises a ?rst surface and a second 
surface, Wherein the pores on the ?rst surface comprise a 
different average diameter from pores on the second surface. 

[0023] In some embodiments, the porous solid phase is a 
particle bed Where the pores are formed by the space 
betWeen the particles. Usually, the particle bed is contained 
in a suitable container such as, for example, a column, a 
cartridge, a tubing, a Well of microWell plate, a micro 
channel in an assembly (e.g., micro?uidic device, etc.) and 
the like. The particulate material may be, for example, silica, 
silicon-based materials, and so forth. The siZe of the par 
ticles and the dimensions of the particle bed are dependent 
on the nature of the separation, the nature of the liquid 
medium, the composition of the liquid containing the moi 
eties to be separated, the nature of the moieties, and so forth. 
The siZe of the particles may be about 0.01 microns to about 
1000 microns. The dimensions of the particle bed may be 
from about 0.01 mm to about 500 mm thick and a diameter 
or equivalent diameter from about 0.01 mm to about 500 
mm. 

[0024] In some embodiments the porous solid phase is a 
?ber bed such as, for example, elongate bundles of semi 
permeable polymeric ?bers, glass ?ber, ceramic ?ber such as 
silicon carbide Whiskers or ?bers, cellulose, and the like. 
The composition of the ?bers may be, for example, glass, 
polymer, ceramics, metal or metal oxide Whisker, and the 
like and combinations thereof such as, for example, ?ber 
glass combined With polypropylene, and the like. Speci?c 
examples of ?ber beds include, for example, holloW ?ber 
membranes, cellulose, paper, and the like. The consider 
ations regarding the dimensions of the ?bers and the ?ber 
beds are similar to those discussed above With regard to 
membranes in general. 
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[0025] In carrying out the methods, a liquid medium is 
disposed adjacent the porous solid phase. The liquid medium 
may be aqueous or non-aqueous. An aqueous medium may 
be solely Water or may include from about 0.01 to about 80 
or more volume percent of a cosolvent such as an organic 

solvent, for example, an alcohol, an ether, an amide, and the 
like. The initial liquid that is applied to the porous solid 
phase usually contains one or more moieties that are to be 
separated. Such moieties may be small organic molecules or 
large organic molecules, inorganic materials such as, e.g., 
inorganic solutes, particles, and so forth. Subsequent liquid 
applications may involve additional aliquots of the initial 
liquid or a Wash liquid depending on the nature of the 
separation technique being employed, the nature of the 
liquid, the nature of the solid phase, and the like. The Wash 
liquid may be an aqueous or a non-aqueous liquid as 
discussed above. 

[0026] The liquid is disposed adjacent the porous solid 
phase, Which usually means that the liquid is placed in 
contact With all or a portion of a surface of the porous solid 
phase, Which may be referred to as the contact surface. 
During the method, the liquid passes into and through the 
porous solid phase and exits at a different surface, Which 
may be referred to as the exiting surface. Usually, the exiting 
surface lies opposite to the contact surface but need not. One 
or more of the moieties present in the liquid are retained at 
the contact surface or in the porous solid phase or both and 
the liquid passes through the porous solid phase. The liquid 
that exits the porous solid phase may be free from moieties 
originally present in the liquid or the liquid may contain one 
or more of the moieties originally present in the liquid 
provided the liquid contained more than one moiety. 

[0027] A controlled ?oW of pressuriZed gas is applied to 
the disposed liquid sufficient to move the liquid through and 
substantially deplete the liquid from the porous solid phase. 
By the phrase “substantially deplete” or “substantial deple 
tion” is meant that at least about 70%, at least about 75%, at 
least about 80%, at least about 85%, at least about 90%, at 
least about 95%, at least about 98%, at least about 99%, or 
about 100% of the liquid is removed from the porous solid 
phase discounting liquid that is retained by the porous solid 
phase by virtue of the Wetting of a dry solid phase. In other 
Words, a dry porous solid phase Will uptake a certain amount 
of liquid in order to Wet the dry solid phase. This liquid is 
generally not depletable under the conditions generally 
employed for liquid depletion Whether in accordance With 
the present embodiments or techniques knoWn in the art. The 
phrase “at least about” means that the depletion is equal to 
or greater than the designated percentage and that the 
designated percentage may vary by plus or minus one 
percent. 

[0028] The supply of gas to be applied to the liquid 
requires ?uid communication betWeen a gas source and the 
area Where the liquid is disposed. Suitable conduits, con 
nections, valves and the like as are knoWn in the art may be 
employed. The gas may be clean air or an inert gas such as, 
for example, nitrogen, noble gases, and the like, and mix 
tures thereof. Noble gases include helium, argon, krypton, 
xenon, neon, and the like. The noble gases may be used 
individually or may be mixed With each other or With other 
inert gases such as, for example, nitrogen, and the like. 
Clean air means that the air is substantially free from 
biological contaminants, particulate, moisture, vapor phase 
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of acid/base, organic solvent vapor residue, and so forth. An 
inert gas may be used to avoid an undesired chemical 
reaction or compound degradation during a ?ltration process 
involving one or more moieties in a liquid or the liquid itself 
that is subject to such undesired reaction or degradation. 

[0029] In some embodiments the rate of gas How is 
controlled by restricting the How of the gas to relate the rate 
of gas How to the rate of liquid depletion or the amount of 
liquid applied divided by the time of depletion. In some 
embodiments the rate of gas How is substantially equivalent 
to the rate of liquid depletion. In this Way substantial 
depletion of liquid from the porous solid phase is achieved. 
The method is repeated for each cycle of liquid that is 
applied to the porous solid phase. By the phrase “substan 
tially equivalent to the rate of liquid depletion” is meant that 
the rate of gas How is Within about 5% to about 500%, Within 
about 10% to about 400%, Within about 20% to about 300%, 
Within about 50% to about 200%, or Within about 75% to 
about 125%, or Within about 90% to 110%, or Within about 
95% to about 105%, or Within about 100% of the rate of the 
liquid depletion (the quotient of the amount of liquid divided 
by the time of depletion). For example, if the liquid volume 
is 1 ml and the desired ?ltration time is 1 minute, the 
quotient is 1 ml/min. Thus, the gas ?oW rate can be, for 
example, 0.05 ml/min, 0.5 m/min, 1 ml/min, 2 ml/min, 5 
ml/min or other such ?oW rates Within the aforementioned 
ranges. 

[0030] Any suitable ?oW controller for controlling the rate 
of How of a gas may be employed. Such ?oW controllers 
include, by Way of illustration and not limitation, adjustable 
knobs, analog dials, digital setting membranes, displays, 
?oW restriction assemblies, and the like. FloW restrictors 
such as, for example, diaphragms, gaps, ori?ces, capillaries, 
on/olf valves, dense porous supports such as, e.g., discs or 
rods, and the like, may be employed. 

[0031] In some embodiments ?oW control includes restric 
tion in a doWn-stream channel Where the gas ?oW channel is 
narroWed to restrict ?oW at ambient pressure. This may be 
explained more fully as folloWs: The How control inlet is 
connected to the gas venting port of the collection device 
that collects the ?ux from a ?ltration container. The How 
controller outlet is open to the ambient environment. The gas 
How is set and controlled to alloW desired gas How to 
ambient, regardless the setting of head gas pressure. In some 
embodiments, restriction is present in an up-stream channel 
Where the gas ?oW channel is narroWed to restrict How, This 
may be explained more fully as folloWs: The How control 
inlet is connected to the pressurized gas source, and its outlet 
is connected to the entrance opening of a ?ltration container. 
The gas How is set and controlled to alloW desired gas How 
to the ?ltration container, regardless of ambient pressure. 
Various examples of restriction devices, by Way of illustra 
tion and not limitation, include a restrictor such as a Mott’s 
dense porous restrictor, a porous ceramic support such as, 
for example, a disc, rod, etc., and the like, individual valves 
including, e.g., pieZoelectric controls, on/olf valves, capil 
laries, ori?ces, diaphragms, and so forth. 

[0032] The pressure of the gas is dependent on the nature 
of the porous solid phase, such as membrane or particle bed, 
on the nature of ?ltration liquid medium including its 
surface tension With porous solid phase, bubble pressure 
point, and its viscosity and ?ltration rate, de?ned as the 
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quotient of ?ltration volume over the duration time and so 
forth. In general the pressure of the gas is less than about 100 
pounds per square inch (psi), less than about 90 psi, less than 
about 80 psi, less than about 70 psi, less than about 60 psi, 
less than about 50 psi, less than about 40 psi, less than about 
30 psi, less than about 20 psi, less than about 15 psi and may 
be in the range of about 1 psi to about 10 psi, of about 2 psi 
to about 5 psi. 

[0033] In some embodiments the pressure of the gas is 
substantially equivalent to the bubble pressure point of the 
porous solid phase With liquid present. In some embodi 
ments, the pressure of the gas is higher than the bubble 
pressure point of the porous solid phase. The “bubble 
pressure point” is the pressure required to completely 
deplete liquid inside the porous solid phase. For example, 
When the porous solid phase is a membrane, the pressure of 
the pressurized gas is substantially equivalent to or higher 
than the membrane bubble pressure point, i.e., the pressure 
to completely deplete liquid inside the membrane. By the 
phrase of “substantially equivalent to the bubble pressure 
point” is meant that gas pressure is Within about 5% to about 
500%, Within about 10% to about 400%, Within about 20% 
to about 300%, Within about 50% to about 200%, or Within 
about 75% to about 125%, or Within about 90% to 110%, or 
Within about 95% to about 105%, or Within about 100% of 
the gas bubble pressure. For example, if the gas bubble 
pressure is 10 psi, the gas pressure for liquid depletion 
?ltration may be 8 psi, 10 psi, 12 psi, 30 psi, 50 psi, or other 
value Within the aforementioned ranges. By the phrase 
“higher than the bubble pressure point” is meant that the 
pressure of the gas is at least about 5% greater, at least about 
10% greater, at least about 20% greater, at least about 50% 
greater, at least about 100% greater, at least about 200% 
greater, at least about 400% greater than the bubble pressure 
point and no more than about 500% greater than the bubble 
pressure point. The phrase “at least about” means that the 
pressure is equal to or greater than the designated percentage 
and that the designated percentage may vary by plus or 
minus ten percent; for example, 5% Would mean a range of 
4.5 to 5.5%. 

[0034] In some embodiments the pressure of the gas may 
be increased during the liquid depletion process in order to 
overcome clogging of the porous solid phase by one or more 
of the moieties in the liquid. This is generally referred to a 
“soft” clogging of a porous solid phase such as a membrane. 
By the phrase “soft clogging” is meant that one or more of 
the moieties temporally sticks to the solid support surface 
and can be removed from the surface by residue liquid inside 
the pore area using an increase in the pressure of the gas. In 
this circumstance the pressure of the gas may be increased 
to the extent to overcome the clogging and increase in 
pressures beyond that needed should be avoided. The 
amount of increase in pressure is usually determined on an 
empirical basis, e.g., an increment-based approach, and is 
generally an increase of about 5 to about 500% or about 5 
to about 100% over the pressure being used up to that point. 

[0035] Any suitable detector may be employed for detect 
ing clogging of the porous solid phase. Such detectors 
include, for example, gas ?oW sensors to the collection 
device, gas pressure sensors, liquid level detector sensors, 
Weighting devices, visual observation, and the like. The 
detector is in communication With a pressure valve to 
control the pressure of the gas. It is important to note that in 
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this circumstance, although there is an increase in the 
pressure of the gas, the rate of gas How is still controlled 
Within the parameters discussed above to achieve substantial 
depletion of liquid from the porous solid phase. 

[0036] As mentioned above, in some embodiments the 
porous solid phase is present in a sealed container or 
multiple porous solid phases are present, each in a sealed 
container. Usually, a sealed container has at least one port 
and may have more than one port such as, for example, tWo 
ports, three ports, four ports and so forth. The ports may be 
employed to introduce gas into the sealed container, to 
remove liquid that has been depleted from the porous solid 
phase, and so forth. Depending on the function of the port, 
it may be referred to as an inlet or an outlet. A predetermined 
volume of gas is introduced into a sealed container com 
prising the porous solid phase. In some embodiments the 
predetermined volume of gas is substantially equivalent to 
or is larger than the volume, usually the Working volume, of 
the porous solid phase in the sealed container. By the phrase 
“Working volume” is meant the liquid volume added to the 
porous solid phase By the phrase “substantially equivalent to 
the volume” is meant that the pipette injects a volume of gas 
that is about 5% to about 500%, about 10% to about 400%, 
about 20% to about 300%, about 50% to about 200%, or 
about 75% to about 125%, or about 90% to 110%, or about 
95% to about 105%, or about 100% of the liquid volume. In 
some embodiments the volume of gas is larger by a prede 
termined percentage than the volume of the porous solid 
phase by about 5% to about 200%, by about 5% to about 
150%, by about 5% to about 100%, by about 5% to about 
75%, by about 5% to about 50%, by about 5% to about 25%, 
by about 10% to about 100%, by about 10% to about 75%, 
by about 10% to about 50%, or by about 10% to about 25%. 
In some embodiments of the above, the pressure of the gas 
is about 1 to about 15 psi, about 1 to about 10 psi, about 1 
to about 5 psi, or about 1 to about 3 psi. In the above 
embodiments the desired gas pressure may be attained by 
controlling the rate of introduction of the predetermined 
volume of gas into the sealed container. The rate of intro 
duction of the gas Will then depend on the volume of the 
sealed container, the nature and amount of liquid, and so 
forth. The gas may be injected into the sealed container 
using a suitable injector such as, for example, a pipette 
(manual or automatic), a syringe, a plunger, a squeeZe bulb, 
a solenoid valve, and the like. 

[0037] The number of Wells that may each contain a 
porous solid phase may be 1 to about 100,000, about 50 to 
about 50,000, about 100 to about 10,000. In many embodi 
ments the number of Wells corresponds to standard micro 
titer plates, Which may have 96 Wells or multiples of 8 Wells 
such as, for example, 24 Wells, 48 Wells and so forth, or 
multiples of 96 Wells such as, for example, 192 Wells, 384 
Wells, 1536 Wells, 2304 Wells, and so forth. 

[0038] The dimensions of the Wells vary depending on the 
particular use of the Wells. For liquids contemplated in 
microarray technology, the volume is comparable With, or 
less than (e.g., about up to 90% less than, about up to 75% 
less than, or about up to 50% less than, or about up to 25% 
less than, or a slightly less than) the volume of a standard 
microtiter plate Well. Slightly less than is up to about 10% 
less than, up to about 5% less than, up to about 3% less than 
(and so forth) the volume of standard microtiter plate Wells. 
The volume of standard microtiter plate Wells is about 2 JIL 
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to about 20,000 gL, about 5 [LL to about 1,000 uL, about 10 
[LL to about 400 ML, about 15 [LL to about 350 ML, about 20 
[LL to about 200 ML. For Wells that have a substantially 
circular cross-sectional dimension, the diameter of the Wells 
is about 50 to about 15,000 microns, about 100 to about 
10,000 microns, about 200 to about 7,000 microns and the 
depth is about 5 to about 10,000 microns, about 50 to about 
5000 microns, about 100 to about 1000, about 200 to about 
300 microns. Wells having a cross-sectional dimension that 
is other than circular Will have dimensions comparable With 
the above. 

[0039] As mentioned above, more than one porous solid 
phase may be employed in an apparatus. These may take the 
form, for example, of a multi-Well plate Wherein each Well 
has a separate porous solid phase. Alternatively, the appa 
ratus may comprise multiple ?ltration devices such as col 
umns and the like. In some embodiments, a single source of 
pressurized gas is used together With separate or individual 
control of gas ?oW for each of the porous solid phases that 
are contained in a sealed container. In some embodiments a 
single manifold is employed to direct pressurized gas How to 
each of the porous solid phases. The gas How to each of the 
porous solid phases is individually controlled to accomplish 
liquid depletion from each of the solid phases. Individual 
?oW control is employed to maintain substantially the same 
gas How to each porous solid phase With disposed liquid and 
substantially the same head pressure for each porous solid 
phase. By the phrase “substantially the same” is meant that 
the particular parameter referred to above is Within about 
125% of each other, about 120% of each other, about 115% 
of each other, about 110% of each other, about 15% of each 
other, about 13% of each other, about 12% of each other, 
about 11% of each other, or the same. The pressure of the 
gas should be adjustable so that it may be increased to 
overcome clogging if it occurs or to compensate for liquid 
depletion in one or more porous solid phases prior to liquid 
depletion in the remaining porous solid phases. This may 
lead to pressure differences arising because gas How might 
be preferred through porous solid phases depleted of liquid. 

Apparatus 

[0040] As mentioned above, some embodiments of the 
present invention are directed to apparatus for conducting a 
solid phase separation of a liquid sample. The apparatus 
comprises a solid phase disposed in a container and a How 
controller for controlling the rate of How of gas into the 
container or the volume of gas into the container. In some 
embodiments of the apparatus, the container is a sealed 
container and the How controller comprises means for 
introducing a predetermined volume of gas into the sealed 
container. In some embodiments of the apparatus, the solid 
phase is a membrane or a particle bed. In some embodiments 
the apparatus comprises a plurality of sealed containers each 
comprising at least one outlet such as for example, one 
outlet, tWo outlets, three outlets, four outlets, and so forth. In 
some embodiments the apparatus comprises a plate. In some 
embodiments the apparatus comprises a plurality of con 
tainers Wherein the How controller comprises a manifold for 
directing the How of gas to the plurality of containers. 

[0041] The components of the present apparatus are 
adapted to perform a speci?ed function usually by a com 
bination of hardWare and softWare. This includes the struc 
ture of the particular component and may also include a 
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microprocessor, embedded real-time software and I/O inter 
face electronics to control a sequence of operations and so 
forth. 

[0042] Examples of embodiments of the present apparatus 
are discussed below by way of illustration and not limitation 
and with reference to the attached drawings. 

[0043] FIG. 1 shows an embodiment of the present inven 
tion for single ?ltration with positive difference “Pi-Pa), and 
?ow restriction (V gi or V10) for single ?ltration container. 
The apparatus comprises ?ltration column 50, a ?ltration 
holder (not shown), an adaptor 3040, a pneumatic controller 
consisting of gas pressure source 10, ?ow restrictor 20 and 
gas inlet/connector 30, which is an inlet for pressuriZed gas 
with pressure Pi and volume/?ow rate Vgi. In the embodi 
ment of FIG. 1, the ?ltration column 50 has two openings 
or ports 90 and 100 and a container space to hold porous 
solid material 70, liquid 80 and gas/air 110. Filtration ?ux 
out opening 100 is at ambient pressure Pa and ?ow rate V10. 
Opening 90 is used for loading liquid for ?ltration including 
loading, binding, washing, elution, and other processes, as 
well as the connection interface to adaptor 40. Opening 100 
is used for ?ow channel of the depleting liquid to a collec 
tion device (not shown). The porous solid support 70 can be 
membrane, porous or solid particle bed, weaved ?ber, or 
monolithic porous disc, or other known porous solid sup 
port. The porous solid support may include a substrate and 
lock ring for secure assembling. The substrate can be any 
porous ?it that covers the cross section area at the porous 
solid support position. The lock ring is placed onto the top 
of the porous solid support to further secure it. The porous 
solid support 70 is assembled inside the ?ltration column 50, 
usually at or near the bottom of the column housing, but 
other assembling positions are possible. The porous solid 
support is ?tted tightly into column housing 50 so the 
depleting liquid only passes through the porous space. 
[0044] In some embodiments a plural con?guration is 
employed wherein the ?ltration column (50) can be multi 
columns placed onto an integrated holder, or a microwell 
?ltration plate such as, for example, a 96-well ?ltration 
plate, or a strip connected array format, or other such 
embodiments, in a matrix format arrangement. 

[0045] The pneumatic controller comprises a connection 
port to a pressurized gas source 10, ?ow restrictor 20, and 
gas inlet/connector 30. The ?ow restrictor 20 can be any 
known in the art such as, for example, a porous metal disc 
or cylinder, capillary, ori?ce, gap or channel including 
varied opening over time, on/olf actuator/valve, and so forth. 
Flow restrictor 20 will deliver adequate gas ?ow rate and 
pressure to the ?ltration container 50 through the adaptor 40 
for a predetermined ?ltration rate. 

[0046] Adaptor 40 may be a removable, detachable inter 
face of pressurized gas to ?ltration column 50 by manual or 
automatic means during the ?ltration process. Adaptor 40 
?ts the opening 90 with gas ?ow path into 90 and a gas tight 
seal onto outer surface of 90 by any known technique such 
as, e.g., O-ring, gasket, softer-material made, or smooth 
machined contacting surface, or the like. Adaptor 40 also is 
connected to gas inlet 30 with gas tight seal. In a plural 
format, adaptor 40 is a multiple outlet manifold with sepa 
rated individual ?ow path and connection interface to plural 
?ltration columns 50, i.e., the gas ?ows in its own channel 
and does not ?ow to other channels to other ?ltration column 
50. 
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[0047] During the ?ltration process, column 50 is held 
onto a holder for the housing (not shown) such as a support 
with cavity to house the column outer body with opening 
100 to a liquid collection device (not shown), and opening 
90 for liquid loading and connection to the gas adaptor 40. 
First, the ?ltration liquid (solution containing moieties of 
interest, wash liquid, elution liquid) is loaded into column 
50. In most cases, the liquid only occupies a partial volume 
of the container 50, leaving some space for gas/air, although 
full ?lling of the column is possible. After completion of the 
liquid loading, the adaptor connecting to pneumatic control 
ler is gas-tight sealed and attached to the column at opening 
90 by manual or automatic means. The gas ?ow is either 
predetermined or adjusted or controlled during the process 
to be substantially equivalent to a predetermined ?ltration 
rate (de?ned as the quotient of amount of liquid divided by 
the time of depletion). The gas pressure is controlled/ 
adjusted to obtain a gas pressure substantially equivalent to 
the gas-bubble pressure of the porous solid support with 
?ltration liquid present. 

[0048] After completion of liquid depletion, the gas sup 
ply is shut off, and the adaptor is removed from the opening 
90, allowing a next ?ltration step to be carried out with 
repeatable or similar process and condition used for same or 
different type of liquid depletion. 

[0049] In some instances, the ?ltration is not completed 
mostly caused by clogging or membrane fouling. As men 
tioned above, in such a circumstance the gas pressure may 
be increased but still with equivalent gas ?ow rate to the 
?ltration column 50. The increase in gas pressure is suffi 
cient to break the clogging. This approach is particularly 
suited for a plural ?ltration format is used. In plural ?ltration 
format, some ?ltrations may complete where others have 
not. With ?ow restriction and equivalent gas ?ow rate in 
each ?ltration column/well, gas pressure increase is equal 
for all ?ltration column/wells. Clogging is overcome and the 
?ltration process is completed. For example, in a 96-well 
plate ?ltration, the initial gas pressure is 5 psi. If clogging 
occurs inside one of the wells, the gas pressure is increased 
to 30 psi to break the clogging in the clogged well while gas 
?ow is maintained at the restricted/controlled level. The gas 
pressure increase is realiZed over all wells. 

[0050] FIG. 2 shows another embodiment of the present 
invention, namely, an apparatus of liquid depletion of single 
container with limited gas injection. The apparatus com 
prises a ?ltration column 50 as de?ned in FIG. 1, a pipette 
tip 120 connects with ?ltration column 50 at opening 90 with 
gas tight seal feature 130, a pipette tip holder 140, which 
connects to an external gas injection device 150, such as, for 
example, a limited rotation pump, a plunge/ syringe, a pieZo 
electric device, a pressure source/control device with timing 
open/closed solenoid valve, a closed gas container to gen 
erate gas pressure under thermal cycling or enclosure defor 
mation, or the like. In this embodiment, a cycling plunging 
pipettor is employed in place of the pneumatic controller 
shown in the apparatus of FIG. 1 to generate gas pressure 
source and restriction ?ow. Again, the contact between 
pipette tip 120 and the opening (90) is a gas tight seal 130, 
which may be achieved with any known technique such as, 
for example, O-ring, interference ?t of tip to the opening 
(90), or the like. After the pipettor loads the ?ltration liquid 
into the ?ltration column (50), the pipette uses either a new 
tip or an old tip to move down into the opening (90) and 
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injects gas/air into the ?ltration column (50). The amount of 
gas injected is substantially equivalent to the volume of 
?ltration liquid. In the event that liquid depletion is not 
completed using a single injection of gas, the process may 
be repeated to achieve liquid depletion. The injection speed 
of the pipette can be regulated to be substantially equivalent 
to the depletion rate, de?ned as the quotient of amount of 
liquid depletion divided by the depletion time. 

Application of Embodiments 

[0051] Embodiments of methods and apparatus of the 
present invention have application to any method or system 
in Which a liquid medium comprising one or more moieties 
is passed through a porous solid phase. Some embodiments 
of the invention may be applied to apparatus and methods 
involving liquid depletion from a porous solid support 
?ltration device. Such methods or systems include extrac 
tion techniques, ?ltration techniques, concentration tech 
niques, puri?cation techniques, separation techniques, 
desalination techniques, and so forth. Examples of extrac 
tion techniques include, by Way of illustration and not 
limitation, nucleic acid isolation and puri?cation from bio 
logical samples, protein isolation from biological samples, 
protein/peptide from aqueous solution containing organic 
solvent and salt, cell culture from culture solution, liquid 
from a aqueous solution containing salts, organic com 
pounds from aqueous solution, liquid from a solution con 
taining particulates or solid suspensions, and the like. 
Examples of ?ltration techniques include, by Way of illus 
tration and not limitation, micro?ltration, dia?ltration, ultra 
?ltration, nano?ltration, reverse osmosis, and the like. 
Examples of concentration techniques include, by Way of 
illustration and not limitation, loW level of organic com 
pound from an aqueous solution, protein/peptide from a 
digest solution, labeled DNA/RNA from labeling solution, 
particulates from a suspension solution, and the like. A 
?ltration device may be a ?ltration column, micro-?ltration 
column, microWell ?ltration plate, solid phase extraction 
column, spin column, micro-centrifuge ?ltration column, or 
the like. 

[0052] Such moieties may be small organic molecules or 
large organic molecules, inorganic materials such as, e.g., 
inorganic solutes, particles, sol-gel, precipitants, and so 
forth. The small organic molecules generally have a molecu 
lar Weight less than about 2000 and the large organic 
molecules generally have a molecular Weight greater than 
about 2000. The large organic molecules include polypep 
tides such as proteins including, e.g., enZymes, antigens, 
antibodies, membrane proteins, and the like, polysaccha 
rides, polynucleotides such as DNA, RNA, cDNA, cRNA, 
labeled cDNA/cRNA, and the like. 

EXAMPLES 

[0053] The invention is demonstrated further by the fol 
loWing illustrative examples. Parts and percentages are by 
Weight unless otherWise indicated. Temperatures are in 
degrees Centigrade (° C.) unless otherWise speci?ed. The 
folloWing examples illustrate the invention but are not 
intended to limit its scope. 

[0054] The folloWing is an example of positive pressure 
liquid depletion in accordance With embodiments of the 
present invention. An apparatus similar to that depicted in 
FIG. 2 and discussed above Was employed. The columns 
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Were ?ltration columns, namely, RNA isolation mini col 
umns, each With a 700 pl Working volume (Agilent Tech 
nologies Inc., Palo Alto Calif.), and each being initially dry. 
A HeLa cell culture Was lysed to release RNA in accordance 
With manufacturer’s instructions (Agilent Technologies 
Inc.). The protocol Was as folloWs: 

[0055] Load 600 pl HeLa cell lyse into column 

[0056] Wash 2 times With 600 pl Wash buffer 

[0057] Elute 2 times With 30 pl Water 

[0058] All liquid depletion Was carried out by introducing 
about 1 ml of clear air manually Within about 1 min. into 
each column to achieve sloW air extrusion into each column. 
During the course of air extrusion, the pressure difference 
changed from Zero at the start to about 10 psi at the peak, 
returning to Zero at the end of air extrusion. This procedure 
Was carried out 2 times for each step. 

[0059] The results are shoWn in Table 1 and Table 2, Which 
respectively shoW the liquid depletion and residue from each 
depletion step. 

TABLE 1 

Table 1 depicts results as a percentage calculated by dividing the 
Weight of the eluate by the Weight of the liquid loaded onto the 

column time 100. 

Column 1 2 3 4 5 6 

1*‘ sample load, 600 pl 88.5 87.5 86.6 89.8 86.8 87.0 
15‘ Wash, 600 pl 99.9 99.0 99.9 93.3 99.2 96.5 
2“(1 Wash, 600 pl 101.1 97.9 100 105.4 98.8 100 
15‘ elution, 30 pl 130.7 215.6 159.2 102.6 191.6 223.6 
2“(1 elution, 30 pl 101.1 98.0 122.1 112.8 134.5 130.6 

[0060] It is evident from the results of the 1St sample load 
that a portion of the liquid remains on the dry column 
because of surface Wetting and liquid residue trapped inside 
non-connective pore area. In the 1St Wash and the 2D01 Wash, 
approximately 100% of the liquid applied is depleted from 
the Wet column. In the 1St and 2nd1 elutions, the results 
indicate that in some instances more than 100% of liquid is 
depleted because the amount of the liquid applied in the 1St 
and 2D01 elutions is only a fraction of that applied in the 2D01 
Wash and because of the change from mixing and exchang 
ing of Washing liquid residue and elution liquid and amount 
of soluble eluent. Therefore, only a small amount of residual 
Wash liquid in the 1St or 2nd1 elution liquids Will result in an 
apparent substantial increase in the percentage of liquid 
depleted over that applied. 

TABLE 2 

Table 2 depicts results as Weight of residues after liquid depletion (mg) 

Column 1 2 3 4 5 6 

After 15‘ load 64.3 66.5 72.1 52.8 69.2 69.7 
After 15‘ Wash 0.6 5.3 0.5 33.8 37 17.3 
After 2nd Wash —5.8 10.6 —1.3 —27.2 6 0.1 
After 15‘ elution, 30 pl —7.9 —31.1 —15.4 —0.7 —16.3 —27.7 
After 2nd elution, 30 pl —0.3 0.8 —6.5 —4.6 —9.5 —7.5 

[0061] The reasons for negative amounts in some 
instances are the reasons expressed above for the results as 
percentages. 
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[0062] All publications and patent applications cited in 
this speci?cation are herein incorporated by reference as if 
each individual publication or patent application Where 
speci?cally and individually indicated to be incorporated by 
reference. 

[0063] Although embodiments of the foregoing invention 
have been described in some detail by Way of illustration and 
example for purposes of clarity of understanding, it Will be 
readily apparent to those of ordinary skill in the art in light 
of the teachings of this invention that changes and modi? 
cations may be made thereto Without departing from the 
spirit or scope of the appended claims. Furthermore, the 
foregoing description, for purposes of explanation, used 
speci?c nomenclature to provide a thorough understanding 
of the invention. HoWever, it Will be appreciated that one 
skilled in the art that the speci?c details are not required in 
order to practice the invention. Thus, the foregoing descrip 
tions of speci?c embodiments of the present invention are 
presented for purposes of illustration and description; they 
are not intended to be exhaustive or to limit the invention to 
the precise forms disclosed. Many modi?cations and varia 
tions are possible in vieW of the above teachings. The 
embodiments Were chosen and described in order to explain 
the principles of the invention and its practical applications 
and to thereby enable others skilled in the art to utiliZe the 
invention. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method for depleting liquid in a porous solid phase, 

the method comprising: 

(a) disposing a liquid adjacent a porous solid phase and 

(b) applying to the disposed liquid a controlled How of a 
pressurized gas su?icient to move the liquid through 
and substantially deplete the liquid from the porous 
solid phase Wherein the controlled ?oW controls the 
rate of gas ?oW or the volume of gas How. 

2. Amethod according to claim 1 Wherein the gas is clean 
air or an inert gas. 

3. A method according to claim 2 Wherein the controlled 
How of gas is achieved by restricting the How of the gas to 
regulate the rate of gas ?oW based on the rate of liquid 
depletion. 

4. A method according to claim 3 Wherein the rate of gas 
How is substantially equivalent to the quotient of the amount 
of liquid divided by the time of depletion. 

5. Amethod according to claim 4 Wherein the porous solid 
phase is present in Wells of a device comprising more than 
one Well and the rate of gas How is substantially equivalent 
to the quotient of the amount of liquid divided by the time 
of depletion Wherein the quotient is multiplied by the 
number of Wells of the device. 
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6. A method according to claim 4 Wherein the pressure of 
the gas is less than about 150 psi. 

7. A method according to claim 1 Wherein the controlled 
How of the gas is based on introducing a predetermined 
volume of the gas into a sealed container comprising the 
porous solid phase. 

8. A method according to claim 7 Wherein the container is 
a column or a Well. 

9. A method according to claim 7 Wherein the predeter 
mined volume of gas is larger than the volume of the porous 
solid phase in the sealed container 

10. A method according to claim 9 Wherein the predeter 
mined volume of gas is larger than the volume of the porous 
solid phase by about 5% to about 200%. 

11. A method according to claim 10 Wherein the pressure 
of the gas is about 1 to about 15 psi. 

12. A method according to claim 1 Wherein the porous 
solid phase is a porous membrane or a particle bed or a 
monolithic support. 

13. A method according to claim 1 Wherein the porous 
solid phase is a porous membrane and the pressure of the gas 
is greater than the bubble pressure point of the porous 
membrane 

14. A method according to claim 1 Wherein the gas 
pressure is adjusted to compensate for clogging of pores of 
the porous solid phase. 

15. An apparatus for conducting a solid phase separation 
of a liquid sample, said apparatus comprising: 

(a) a solid phase disposed in a container and 

(b) a How controller adapted to control the rate of How of 
gas into the container or the volume of gas into the 
container. 

16. An apparatus according to claim 15 Wherein the 
container is a sealed container and the How controller 
comprises means for introducing a predetermined volume of 
gas into the sealed container. 

17. An apparatus according to claim 15 Wherein the solid 
phase is a membrane or a particle bed or a monolithic 
support. 

18. An apparatus according to claim 16 comprising a 
plurality of sealed containers each comprising at least one 
outlet. 

19. An apparatus according to claim 18 Wherein said 
apparatus comprises a microtiter Well plate. 

20. An apparatus according to claim 15 comprising a 
plurality of containers Wherein the How controller comprises 
a manifold. 


